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Parenting Skills
and Social--Communicative
Competence in Childhood
Craig H. Hart
Lloyd D. Newell
Susanne Frost Olsen
School of Family Life, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah

The ways that children implement social and communication skills in peer-group
interaction provide the foundation for successful later life adjustment (Rubin,
Bukowski, & Parker, 1998). Research ﬁndings suggest that a host of variables are
involved (Hart, Olsen, Robinson, & Mandleco, 1997). These include family processes
involving marital and sibling relationships, parenting (e.g., Dunn, 2002; Hart, Nelson,
et al., 2000; Stafford & Bayer, 1993), biologically based genetic and temperament
factors (e.g., Pike, 2002; Plomin & Rutter, 1998; Sanson, Hemphill, & Smart, 2002),
and extrafamilial inﬂuences, including the peer group, schools, media, and culture
(e.g., Hart, Yang, Nelson, Jin, & Nelson, 1998; Howes & James, 2002; Ladd, Buhs, &
Troop, 2002; McDougall, Hymel, Vaillancourt, & Mercer, 2001).
The focus of this chapter is on parenting linkages to social and communicative
skill outcomes in children during early and middle childhood. Our aims are threefold. First, we conceptualize the nature of social and communicative skills that lend
themselves to peer-group success across early and middle childhood. The practical
signiﬁcance of these skills for psychosocial adjustment and the consequences of low
skill development are discussed. Second, parenting skills that can enhance or diminish the formation of child competencies are considered, as are the complex interplay
between nature and nurture that results in individual differences among children.
We take issue with recent arguments suggesting that parents matter little in children’s
development (Harris, 1998, 2000, 2002). Third, we overview intervention studies that
are designed to enhance parenting skills and child competencies and that may result
in subsequent changes in child social and communicative outcomes.

Preparation of this chapter was supported by the Family Studies Center at Brigham Young University.
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CHILD SOCIAL--COMMUNICATION SKILLS
Skilled social behavior is more likely to result in positive psychosocial outcomes
(e.g., less loneliness, more acceptance by peers) and more meaningful relationships
between individuals (see Asher, Parker, & Walker, 1996; Rubin, Coplan, Nelson, &
Lagace-Seguin, 1999; Sampter, this volume). Behavioral and communicative manifestations of sociable behavior include conforming and friendly, amicable behavior; emotional impulse control; leadership; assertiveness; prosocial orientations (i.e.,
helping, sharing, comforting); and person-centered communication (Burleson &
Kunkel, 1996; Hart et al., 1997). Children’s social competence has not always been
deﬁned in ways that explicitly specify the importance of communication abilities (Rose-Krasnor, 1997), however, consider often-cited deﬁnitions such as the
following:

r
r
r

the ability to accomplish interpersonal tasks . . . the ability to manipulate other’s responses (Weinstein, 1969, p. 755)
the attainment of relevant social goals in speciﬁed social contexts, using appropriate
means and resulting in positive developmental outcomes (Ford, 1982, p. 323)
the formulation and adoption of personal goals that are appropriate and adaptive to
speciﬁc social situations and implementing effective behavioral strategies for achieving goals (Taylor & Asher, 1984, p. 57)

Deﬁnitions of social competence like these imply communicative competence
(Dodge, 1985; Gresham, 1986; Odom & McConnell, 1992). The essence of social
competence in relationships is communication skill, whether it be verbal or nonverbal
in nature (e.g., Burgoon, 1994; Duck, 1989; Iverson & Goldin-Meadow, 1998).

Social and Communicative Competence
Germane to many deﬁnitions of social competence is the implication that personal
and relational goals can be achieved through interpersonal problem-solving strategies that involve communication skills. For example, Rubin and colleagues deﬁned
social competence as “the ability to achieve personal goals in social interaction while
simultaneously maintaining positive relationships with others over time and across
situations” (Rubin & Rose-Krasnor, 1992, p. 285). This “encompasses skills and abilities relating to all aspects of interpersonal problem solving, from the self-regulation of
emotions aroused in social interaction, to the negotiation of solutions in interpersonal
conﬂicts” (Mills & Rubin, 1993, p. 98). Negotiation requires functional communication competence, which is “the ability to use communicative resources strategically
to accomplish personal and social goals—to persuade, inform, console, appease,
compromise, or the like” (Burleson, Delia, & Applegate, 1995 p. 36).
Taken together, these deﬁnitions provide a foundation for behavioral and communicative indicators of social competence that are well supported by research. For
example, socially skilled children are better able to discern the emotional states of
others and are more capable of regulating their own emotions (e.g., Denham, von
Salisch, Olthof, Kochanoff, & Caverly, 2002). They also tend to expect that sociable
behavior will lead to instrumental gains and enhanced relations with peers in interpersonal conﬂict situations (Hart, DeWolf, & Burts, 1992; Hart, Ladd, & Burleson,
1990), and they communicate in socially contingent and relevant ways during social
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interaction (e.g., Black & Logan, 1995; Guralnick, Conner, Hammond, Gottman, &
Kinnish, 1996; Kemple, Speranza, & Hazen, 1992; Steinkamp, 1989).
The importance of communication skills in social interaction is well exempliﬁed in recent research on school-age children with speciﬁc language impairments
(SLI). Some children with SLI have been found to have difﬁculty entering ongoing conversations, collaborating, negotiating, and making joint decisions (Brinton &
Fujiki, 2002). They are also prone to being anxious and wary in peer-group situations
(Fujiki, Brinton, Morgan, & Hart, 1999). Although children with SLI are often accepted
by peers, deﬁcits in language abilities appear particularly detrimental to friendship
formation and maintenance functions that are inherent in close relationships (Fujiki,
Brinton, Hart, & Fitzgerald, 1999).
Unlike general acceptance by a group of peers, friendship requires reciprocity
and feelings of perceived equality between children that are manifested in close,
mutual, and voluntary dyadic bilateral relationships (cf. Hartup & Abecassis, 2002;
Rubin, Coplan, et al., 1999). Friendships are built “upon a foundation of interpersonal
skills” (Asher et al., 1996, p. 387), many of which are expressed through language.
Accordingly, Fujiki, Brinton, Hart et al. (1999) speculated that many children with
SLI may lack abilities in coordinating linguistic-formulation demands associated with
expressing concern and affection, self-disclosing ideas and feelings, and resolving
conﬂict. Deﬁciencies in this regard imply less “ability to use communicative resources
strategically to accomplish personal and social goals” (Burleson, Delia, & Applegate
1995) “while simultaneously maintaining positive relationships with others over time
and across situations” (Rubin & Rose-Krasnor, 1992, p. 285).

Social and Communicative Skill Deficiencies
Social competence has also been framed as a “judgment call” based on how an
audience views an actor’s behavioral repertoire (McFall, 1982). Deﬁciencies in social
and communicative competence can be thought of in terms of externalizing and
internalizing behaviors that are not positively perceived by others (Rubin, Stewart, &
Chen, 1995). These, along with sociability, will serve as key constructs around which
the remainder of our review is organized. Individual behavioral and communicative
deﬁcits reﬂected in internalizing and externalizing behavior have implications for
how well children form close relationships with others, as well as for their abilities to
appeal to group norms that serve as criteria for peer acceptance or rejection (Rubin
et al., 1998).
Externalizing Behavior. Externalizing is a global category of child maladjustment
that captures aggressive, angry, impulsive and disruptive, oppositional, and nonconforming behaviors (e.g., Campbell, 1995; Eisenberg et al., 1999; Hinshaw, 1997).
Children who display externalizing behavior are more likely to communicate their
desires verbally in a less skillful, noncontingent manner (e.g., Black & Logan, 1995;
Kemple et al., 1992) and are prone to envision antisocial behaviors as a means for
achieving desirable goals to the exclusion of relationship considerations during interpersonal conﬂicts (e.g., Chung & Asher, 1996; Crick & Werner, 1998; Dodge & Price,
1994; Hart et al., 1990; Murphy & Eisenberg, 1996).
Much of the research on externalizing disorders has focused on aggressive and
disruptive behavior in the context of other antisocial behavior patterns that include
noncompliance with adults, delinquency, substance abuse, and vandalism (Coie &
Dodge, 1998). Because such behavior is typically viewed negatively by noncolluding
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agemates, aggressive or disruptive enactment directed toward others in friendship
or peer-group contexts generally leads to attenuated relationships and rejection by
peers (e.g., Aboud & Mendelson, 1996; Hart, DeWolf, Wozniak, & Burts, 1992; Hart,
McGee, & Hernandez, 1993). There are exceptions to the pattern, however. When
this type of negative behavior is conjoined with high levels of athleticism or physical
attractiveness or with lower levels of shyness and higher academic competence,
antisocial boys are often popular with peers (Rodkin, Farmer, Pearl, & Van Acker,
2000).
Recent research on externalizing behavior has focused on subtypes of aggression
with the realization that different forms of aggression often co-occur in early and
middle childhood (e.g., Crick, Casas, & Ku, 1999; Galen & Underwood, 1997; Hart,
Nelson, et al., 2000). For example, physical aggression is conceptualized as hostile acts
that harm others for intimidation purposes or instrumental gains by pushing, hitting,
intimidating, or verbally threatening with physical harm (e.g., Crick, Werner, et al.,
1999). Social aggression consists of verbal disparagements (e.g., teasing, mocking,
making fun of, making sarcastic comments, name calling) and nonverbal hostilities
such as disdainful facial expressions or body movements such as rolling one’s eyes
or tossing one’s hair to convey contempt (Galen & Underwood, 1997). Relational
aggression is another form of hostility that includes a class of exclusionary behaviors
that harm others through intentional damage (or threat of damage) to relationships
or social standing (e.g., Crick, Werner, et al., 1999; Hart, Nelson, et al., 1998). Children
who display this pattern of aggression typically rely on verbal attacks (e.g., threatening not to invite another child to a birthday party unless the child does what is wanted,
gossiping, rumor spreading) and nonverbal forms of aggression (e.g., walking away
when angry or enacting the “silent treatment”).
Internalizing Problems. Internalizing problems are often characterized by negative internal states that include sadness, depression, loneliness, embarrassment,
anxiety, and fearfulness (e.g., Gresham & Elliott, 1990; Ialongo et al., 1996). There
is some evidence to suggest that social anxiety, for example, is associated with children being less adept at enacting competent reciprocal negotiations in interpersonal
conﬂicts with peers (Adalbjarnardottir, 1995), even though they may possess the
underlying social-cognitive knowledge for how to do so (e.g., Rubin et al., 1998).
When extreme, these internal states play out in certain types of withdrawn peergroup behavior that are negatively viewed by others. For example, recent research
suggests that childhood reticence, operationalized as the frequent production of onlooking and unoccupied behavior, reﬂects social fear and anxiety in both familiar
and unfamiliar social contexts (e.g., Coplan, Rubin, Fox, Calkins, & Stewart, 1994;
Rubin, Burgess, & Coplan, 2002). This form of “being alone” appears to stem from
conﬂict between social approach and avoidance motivations (Asendorpf, 1990). Such
behavior has been associated with peer rejection during early childhood in numerous cultural contexts (Hart, DeWolf, & Burts, 1993; Hart, Yang, et al., 2000; Rubin &
Clarke, 1983); however, other forms of withdrawal denoted as solitary passive “playing alone” (e.g., quiet exploration of objects or construct activity) are viewed by
younger children as normative (Ladd & Burgess, 1999). As children grow older, however, solitary passive behavior blends with reticence to become a unitary construct of
withdrawal that becomes highly salient to peers (Asendorpf, 1993). Children displaying withdrawal in mid-to-late childhood feel more lonely, seldom initiate exchanges
with peers, and are more likely to be rejected (Rubin et al., 2002). Possibly, children
with internalizing problems display patterns of social reticence or unassertive social
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and communicative strategies, and this proﬁle of behavioral solitude may lead others
to perceive them as being less socially skilled (e.g., Giles & Street, 1994; Rubin et al.,
1995).

NATURE, NURTURE, AND SOCIAL--COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE
How do childhood social skills reﬂected in sociable behavior develop? In what ways
do social skill deﬁciencies characterized by externalizing and internalizing risk factors emerge? The answers to these questions typically involve interactions between
biological predispositions and environmental factors that include parental socialization practices (Coie & Dodge, 1998; Rubin, Coplan, et al., 1999; Pike, 2002). Research
conducted by molecular and behavioral geneticists, temperament researchers, and
physiologists provide some clues into how complex transactional processes between
nature and nurture may play out in the development of social skills and risk factors
(Hill & Maughan, 2002). Before exploring ways that parenting skills might contribute
to children’s behavior, we discuss the complexity of nature–nurture interactions. With
this in mind, parenting skills can be considered with regard to the relative inﬂuence
they might have in the context of other factors.
Genetic predispositions for risk or ability factors are by no means deterministic
(Plomin & Rutter, 1998). There are likely multiple genes associated with risk (e.g.,
internalizing, externalizing) or ability (e.g., sociability), accompanied by multiple
environmental risk or ability enhancers. These are quantitatively distributed in ways
that contribute to the probability of a risk factor or an ability factor manifesting itself
in actual child behavior. In other words, certain combinations of genes likely contribute to probabilistic risks or abilities when accompanied by the right combination
of probabilistic environmental risk or ability enhancers. Although single genetic or
environmental risk or ability factors may be necessary for individual development,
it should be emphasized that none is sufﬁcient by itself to facilitate sociability or
internalizing and externalizing behavioral tendencies (Wachs, 2000).
Because individuals can be distributed across a continuum of multiple genetic and
environmental probabilities for risk or abilities, social–communicative skills can vary
considerably among individuals. Hypothetically, for example, children with higher
genetic predispositions toward aggressive or impulsive externalizing behavior would
likely be at more risk for displaying this behavior in peer-group settings if they are
reared in environments that provide access to the viewing of violent media and the
modeling of hostile parent–child and peer-group interactions (cf. Wachs, 1999). As
an illustration, there is some evidence that a child’s tendency to watch television
may be partially determined by genetic factors (Plomin, Corley, DeFries, & Fulker,
1990) and that high trait-aggressive individuals are more likely to watch violent media
than low trait-aggressive individuals (Bushman, 1995). Alternatively, children with
lower genetic risk may be less likely to act violently when exposed to parental or
media violence because they are less susceptible to hostile environmental inﬂuence
(cf. Belsky, Hsieh, & Crnic, 1998).

Molecular Genetics Research
Few genetic markers have been discovered that contribute to probabilistic risk (not
deterministic risk) and differential susceptibility to environmental inﬂuence. For example, DRD4 has been linked to novelty-seeking behavior that may be played out in
some forms of externalizing disorder, but it only accounts for about 4% of the variance

EBSCOhost - printed on 8/17/2020 3:44 PM via BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIV. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

758

HART, NEWELL, AND OLSEN

in behavior, suggesting that many other factors come into play as well (Plomin &
Rutter, 1998). No ﬁrm genetic markers have been found speciﬁcally for aggression
(Siminoff, 2002) or for most other behavioral characteristics. This may change with
recent advances in gene mapping (Plomin, 2000).
Even as more genetic markers are discovered, critics argue that this knowledge
may still not tell us exactly how or why some individuals may choose to override certain biological tendencies and others do not (e.g., Shaffer, 2000). Moreover,
gene systems that underlie the expression of speciﬁc behavioral dimensions may
turn on or turn off at different points of development (Plomin, DeFries, McClearn, &
Rutter, 1997), making it even more challenging to assess the stability of biological
predispositions across time. Additional evidence indicates that environmental inﬂuences can determine which regulator genes operate to modify biological aspects of
human development (e.g., temperament-related neural-hormonal systems, central
nervous system). All this makes it difﬁcult to ascertain whether it is self-will, developmental change (nature), or environmental inﬂuence (nurture) that has primacy in
modifying biological underpinnings for behavioral expression (Wachs, 1999).

Behavioral-Genetics Research
Although the identiﬁcation of behavioral-genetic markers in molecular genetics research is in its infancy, hereditary inﬂuences have been estimated indirectly in behavior genetic research for several decades (Pike, 2002). This approach relies primarily
on twin and adoption studies (Plomin et al., 1997). Researchers try to gauge genetic
inﬂuence from comparisons between genetically related relatives versus adoptive
relatives (e.g., nonadoptive siblings versus adoptive siblings) and between genetically related individuals reared apart (e.g., twins adopted separately). Studies using
variations of these designs suggest that there may be signiﬁcant genetic inﬂuence for
externalizing problems (e.g., Deater-Deckard, 2000; Eley, Lichtenstein, & Stevenson,
1999; Leve, Winebarger, Fagot, Reid, & Goldsmith, 1998), sociability (e.g., Plomin,
1994; Tellegen et al., 1988), and inhibited or withdrawn behavior (Robinson, Kagan,
Reznick, & Corley, 1992).

Physiological Perspectives
A host of physiological factors have also been considered in the development of
sociable, internalizing, and externalizing behavior (see Coie & Dodge, 1998; Fox,
Henderson, Rubin, Calkins, & Schmidt, 2001; Rubin et al., 2002). For example, when
measuring electrical brain activity, resting right frontal EEG activity is associated with
children’s social fear, anxiety, and withdrawal, whereas left frontal EEG activity has
been linked to sociability. Likewise, vagal tone, which marks the ability to regulate
one’s level of arousal, has been shown to distinguish inhibited from noninhibited
infants and toddlers. Elevated baseline cortisal readings also differentiate more socially wary and fearful children from less inhibited children. Finally, externalizing
behavior has also been linked to a number of hormonal, neurochemical, autonomic,
and neurophysiological factors.

Temperament Research
Temperament studies focus on individual differences in behavioral style that can
be observed beginning in early childhood. There is some scientiﬁc support for the
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generally accepted view that temperament is biologically based (e.g., Rothbart &
Bates, 1998). Although multitudes of temperament categories have been studied,
Sanson et al. (2002) noted an emerging consensus that three broad classiﬁcations
best represent these behavioral styles. These include reactivity–negative emotionality
(e.g., irritability, anger, inﬂexibility, or distress to novelty and fear reactions), selfregulation (e.g., emotional control, nondistractibility, persistence), and approach–
inhibition (e.g., inclination to approach novel situations and people or to be wary
and withdrawn).
Broadly speaking, concurrent and longitudinal ﬁndings indicate that higher levels
of inhibition and fearfulness are associated with more withdrawal from peers (e.g.,
Rubin et al., 2002). Conversely, less inhibition has been linked to more sociability with
peers (e.g., Skarpness & Carson, 1986; Stocker & Dunn, 1990). High negative emotionality (as in irritability, inﬂexibility) and low self-regulation is associated with more
externalizing behavior (see Sanson et al., 2002), whereas low negative emotionality
and higher levels of self-regulation and approach are linked to more sociability with
peers (e.g., Eisenberg et al., 1993). More recent ﬁndings suggest that negative emotionality, in the presence of optimum regulation, leads to better social functioning,
whereas high emotionality accompanied by low regulation is a risk for externalizing
behavior problems and later social competence (Belsky, Friedman, & Hsieh, 2001;
Eisenberg, Fabes, Guthrie, & Reiser, 2000). Similarly, temperamentally outgoing children who lack emotional regulation have been found to be more aggressive and
disruptive with peers (Rubin, Coplan, Fox, & Calkins, 1995).

The Nature Part of Nurture
In light of biological predispositions that appear to affect behavior (in a probabilistic
not deterministic sense), recent studies suggest that their impact is likely manifested
in an indirect manner by inﬂuencing the experiences children evoke from others or
create for themselves (e.g., Deater-Deckard, 2000). Plomin, Reiss, Hetherington, and
Howe, (1994) suggested that “children are not passive receptacles for environmental
inﬂuences—they select, modify, and even create their environments” (p. 32), resulting in actual and perceived differences in how others respond toward them. Thus,
genetic predispositions can elicit different responses from environmental sources
(e.g., parents, siblings, peers) in ways that result in different child outcomes (Pike,
2002; Vandell, 2000).
Child Influences. As noted by Scarr and McCartney (1983), because parents provide their children with genes, the rearing environments to which children are exposed correlate to some degree with their own genotypes. For example, a child with
sociable tendencies may passively ﬁt in with, and even amplify, more sociable behavioral patterns in family interaction exhibited by one or both parents with whom
he or she shares most common genetic characteristics. For siblings, varying social
abilities displayed by children in the same family may stem from greater genetic similarity with one parent over another. Accordingly, siblings in the same family may
evoke unique responses from one or both parents. Research suggests that although
there are shared parenting inﬂuences in two-parent families (Russell & Russell, 1994),
different siblings in the same family, by their very natures, can evoke different parenting behaviors from mothers and fathers (e.g., Holden & Miller, 1999; Kandel & Wu,
1995; Sanson & Rothbart, 1995; Volling & Elins, 1998), particularly as children grow
older (O’Connor, Deater-Deckard, Fulker, Rutter, & Plomin, 1998). Even children
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understand that parents adjust their styles to different needs and personality characteristics of their siblings (Kowal & Kramer, 1997).
Children may also actively seek out experiences that provide a good “ﬁt” with their
temperamental predispositions (Thomas & Chess, 1977). This, in turn, tends to result
in differential parental response. Relative to a more sociable sibling, for example,
a more inhibited child may prefer to spend more time in solitary activities (such as
coin or stamp collecting) or in anxious, hovering behaviors during peer-group interaction. Research indicates that parents typically respond to a more sociable child by
facilitating more interactions with peers (e.g., Proﬁlet & Ladd, 1994). Alternatively,
parents of inhibited children tend to engage in highly directive (e.g., telling a child
how to act, readily intervening to solve interpersonal dilemmas) or overprotective
behavior (e.g., shielding a child from social failure). Such parenting has been shown
to maintain or exacerbate, rather than resolve their child’s difﬁculties (Rubin et al.,
2002; Rubin, Burgess, & Hastings, 2002). For externalizing behavior, research suggests
that children with more spirited dispositions (e.g., aggressive, highly emotional, or
thrill-seeking tendencies) may raise concerns and evoke more formal intervention by
parents in terms of rules, redirection, and monitoring than children who are more sociable and conforming (e.g., Hart, Yang, et al., 1998; Ladd & Golter, 1988; Mize, Pettit,
& Brown, 1995). This appears to be the case in particular when child behavior falls
outside cultural norms and family expectations (Bell & Chapman, 1986; Wachs, 1999).
Shared and Nonshared Effects. Environmental sources such as differential
parental treatment that touch siblings in unique ways are referred to as nonshared
effects. Nonshared effects can also result from children responding to similar environmental inﬂuences in different ways (Deater-Deckard, 2000). Children may respond
to similar parenting styles according to how experiences are ﬁltered through their individual perceptions (Dunn, 2002; Grusec, 2002). For example, a more externalizingprone child may perceive parental coercion as confrontational and might often react
by mouthing off and acting out in more openly deﬁant and angry ways. Alternatively,
a temperamentally anxious–fearful sibling may view parental coercion (e.g., yelling
and commanding) as threatening. He or she may respond by dutifully submitting to
parental demands yet harbor feelings of anger and resentment that are later manifest
in feelings of loneliness or depression. Other children in the same family may perceive warm and indulgent parents as being less authoritative and have little regard
for parental input. Relative to a more responsible sibling in the same family, who
seems to require little oversight and direction, some children may take advantage of
a parent’s good nature by trying to get away with everything that they can. In essence,
nonshared experiences that children in the same family have—in concert with individual genetic inﬂuences—often determine many different personality characteristics
between siblings (e.g., Plomin et al., 1997; McGue, Sharma, & Benson, 1996; Pike
et al., 1996).
Environmental sources that operate to make siblings alike are referred to as shared
effects. There is scientiﬁc evidence that shared effects stemming from parental modeling and encouragement of the same moral, religious, and political interests and
values are as important, or even more important, than genes in creating similarities
among siblings (e.g., Eaves, Eysenck, & Martin, 1989; Hoffman, 1991, 1994a; Plomin,
1990). Even children who are treated differently can result in similar outcomes; for
example, imposing more rules and limits for a difﬁcult child may serve to foster more
conformity so that he or she begins to behave in ways that are similar to those of his
or her more conforming sibling.

EBSCOhost - printed on 8/17/2020 3:44 PM via BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIV. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

19. SOCIAL–COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE IN CHILDHOOD

761

In summary, even though children may share constellations of genes and somewhat similar environments with their parents and siblings, their very natures can
create different environmental niches that can contribute to declining resemblance
over time (Wachs, 1999). Even identical twins who share the same genetic attributes
do not turn out to be entirely similar due to different sets of experiences from which
they build their environmental niches (e.g., Bouchard, Lykken, McGue, Segal, &
Tellegen, 1990; Farber, 1981). This suggests that parenting skills required to optimize
social–communicative development may vary signiﬁcantly from child to child.

The Nurture Part of Nature
Although it appears that children can exert considerable inﬂuence on their socialization environment (e.g., Bell & Chapman, 1986), evidence is emerging to suggest
that parenting behaviors can also enhance or diminish children’s biological predispositions (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; Feldman, Greenbaum, & Yirmiya, 1999).
Recent ﬁndings support a conditional view of parenting that hinges on children’s differential susceptibility to child-rearing inﬂuence (Belsky et al., 1998; Vandell, 2000).
That is, parental inﬂuence in certain domains may be greater for some children than
for others, according to their individual dispositions (Kochanska, 1993; Kochanska,
Coy, & Murray, 2001). For example, Kochanska (1997a) found that child compliance
was associated with gentle, reasoning-oriented parental guidance for more temperamentally fearful–anxious children; however, compliance was linked to attachment
security and responsiveness (e.g., shared cooperation, acceptance, sensitivity), and
not to parental guidance, for non–fearful anxious children. This growing body of
literature also suggests that parental sensitivity and nurturing involvement accompanied by ﬁrm limit setting and cohesive family relationships can diminish difﬁcult and
negative temperamental and externalizing behavior inside and outside of the home
(e.g., Arcus & Kagen, 1995; Engfer, 1986; Feldman et al., 1999; Fish, 1997; Hinshaw,
Zupan, Simmel, Nigg, & Melnick, 1997; Kandel & Wu, 1995; Van den Boom, 1994;
Woodward, Taylor, & Dowdney, 1998). This has implications for intervention studies
that are overviewed later.
There is further evidence to suggest that negative temperamental predispositions can either be enhanced or diminished in difﬁcult children or be evoked in
easier-to-raise children in the face of less parental responsiveness and involvement
(e.g., Belsky, Fish, & Isabella, 1991; Olson, Bates, Sandy, & Lanthier, 2000; Wachs et al.,
1993). Over two decades ago, Thomas and Chess (1977) proposed a “goodnessof-ﬁt” model to describe how temperament and environmental pressures interact
to affect children’s development. Whereas good ﬁt exists when child temperament
and parenting styles are in harmony, poor ﬁt results from dissonance between child
responding and family environment (e.g., Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 1992). Interestingly, this hypothesis has only begun to be tested formally (e.g., Bates, Pettit,
Dodge, & Ridge, 1998; Kochanska, 1997a). Early ﬁndings suggest that a poor ﬁt represented by punitive-parenting interactions with difﬁcult temperament results in the
production of internalizing (Denham, Auerbach-Major, Kochanoff, & Queenan, 2002;
Morris et al., 2002) and externalizing problem behaviors (Campbell, 1997; Paterson &
Sanson, 1999). Alternatively, nonpunitive restrictive parental control (e.g., prohibitions, warnings) is associated with lower levels of later externalizing in children who
are difﬁcult to manage earlier on (Bates et al., 1998).
In summary, numerous child-constitutional factors impact how sociable, internalizing, and externalizing behavior play out in children’s social interactions. These
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factors can contribute to ways that parents respond to their children as well as be
enhanced or mitigated by the child-rearing approaches that parents use (Bates et al.,
1998; Patterson et al., 1992; Vuchinich, Bank, & Patterson, 1992). We now consider
speciﬁc parenting skills that seem to contribute to children’s social–communicative
competence in positive and negative ways.

PARENTING SKILLS AND CHILDREN'S SOCIAL--COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE
In terms of the relative inﬂuences of nature and nurture in the development of social
and communicative competence, there is no single view of what aspects belong to nature and what belongs to nurture. In light of existing evidence regarding the inﬂuence
of parenting skill and children’s biological dispositions, three distinct perspectives
have emerged:
1. Parents are not essential to children’s development (e.g., Harris, 1998, 2000; Lytton &
Romney, 1991; Silverstein & Auerbach, 1999);
2. An “average expectable” environment provided by parents is all that is needed (e.g.,
Rowe, 2002; Scarr, 1992);
3. “Optimal” rather than “good enough” parenting is essential for children’s optimal
development (e.g., Baumrind, 1993, 1997; Gottman & DeClaire, 1997).

Evidence presented in our discussion thus far indicates the likelihood of considerable variation in children’s behavior that may be due in part to factors in their
biological development; however, this accounts for only part of the equation when
it comes to social–communicative competence in children. In the research reviewed
earlier, many scholars argue that parents do play a vital role in the development of
childhood social skills and that “optimal” rather than just “good enough” parenting
is important. As Baumrind (1993, 1997) and Wachs (2000) further pointed out, child
outcomes associated with contrasting patterns of parenting vary considerably within,
and not merely outside, normal ranges of development. Rather than dwelling extensively on the relative contributions of nature and nurture to each aspect of children’s development, our view is that certain patterns of parenting are more and
less healthy and adaptable to a child’s nature, whatever it may be. We propose
that parents reading a child’s temperament and adjusting their behavior accordingly to maximize socialization inﬂuence is more likely to occur with some parenting styles than with others. We pick up on this theme after describing parenting
styles.

Parenting Styles
Researchers have conceptually delineated parenting skills that are linked to children’s
social–communicative competence into styles and practices (Darling & Steinberg,
1993). Styles are deﬁned as “aggregates or constellations of behaviors that describe
parent–child interactions over a wide range of situations and that are presumed to
create a pervasive interactional climate” (Mize & Pettit, 1997, p. 312). This climate
likely moderates how receptive children are to certain parenting practices such as reasoning or limit setting when enacted in speciﬁc child-rearing contexts (cf. Baumrind,
1996; Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Kochanska, 1997b; Smetana, 1994). Our focus in
this section is on parenting styles and the features that comprise them.
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Typologies and Features. Parenting styles have been conceptualized in a number
of ways, two of which have been used in studying socialization (Darling & Steinberg,
1993; Holden & Miller, 1999; Maccoby & Martin, 1983). The ﬁrst approach is typological and focuses on the general patterns, organization, and climate of parenting. Using
this approach, the parenting environment includes three categories, authoritative,
authoritarian, and permissive (Maccoby & Martin, 1983).
Also, researchers have used a dimensional approach in exploring socialization
inﬂuence (Holden & Miller, 1999). This approach is useful in desegregating distinctive modes of socialization so as to determine their linkages to child development
outcomes. These include, but are not limited to, contrasting stylistic dimensions of
power–assertive versus inductive, position-centered versus person-centered, parentcentered versus child-centered, punishment-oriented versus reason-oriented, and
harsh–restrictive versus positive–nonrestrictive (e.g., Bronstein et al., 1996; Hart
et al., 1990; Maccoby & Martin, 1983).
Regardless of whether researchers use typological or dimensional approaches,
three features of parenting that include many of the positive dimensions noted in the
previous paragraph have been consistently used in describing competent parenting
(Darling & Steinberg, 1993). These include (a) the degree of parental support shown
to a child (e.g., acceptance, affection, involvement, nurturance), (b) the degree of
behavioral control placed on a child (e.g., limit setting, supervision, reasoning about
and following through with consequences), and (c) the degree to which parents
facilitate the development of psychological and emotional autonomy in children (e.g.,
choice giving, allowing child input into rule making, permitting the expression of
ideas, avoiding intrusive behavior). More simply, these multidimensional features of
parenting have been referred to as connection, regulation, and autonomy granting
(Barber & Olsen, 1997) and have recently been empirically packaged under the
rubric of “authoritative parenting” for adolescent children (Gray & Steinberg, 1999).
These features are applicable to parents of young children in both the U.S. and
mainland China, as demonstrated in recent research using multisample conﬁrmatory
factor analytic techniques (Wu et al., in press). Negative dimensions that include
hostility (e.g., verbal and physical coercion), nonrestrictiveness, and other parentcentered approaches have been empirically derived as negative features delineating
authoritarian and permissive parenting that we discuss later (Wu et al., in press).
Including parenting features within general typologies has allowed researchers
to explore global patterns, such as linkages between authoritativeness and child
or adolescent behavior (e.g., Glasgow, Dornbusch, Troyer, Steinberg, & Ritter, 1997;
Hart, Nelson, et al., 2000; Resnick et al., 1997; Steinberg, Lamborn, Darling, Mounts, &
Dornbusch, 1994). When unpackaged from the larger typologies, the functions that
stylistic features of parenting serve can also be investigated (e.g., Darling & Steinberg,
1993; Hart, Nelson, et al., 2000). Functions of stylistic features pertain to the immediate
effects of consequences of parental behavior (e.g., getting a child to reﬂect on how
his or her behavior impacts others or affects the child’s long-term goals). Outcomes
refer to long-term consequences for the child in relation to a particular feature. For
example, more connectedness (patient, playful, sensitive parenting, particularly for
fathers) has been associated with less childhood aggressive behavior, whereas less
psychological autonomy granting has been linked to more childhood aggressive,
internalizing and externalizing behavioral outcomes in the peer group (Hart, Nelson,
Robinson, Olsen, & McNeilly-Choque, 1998; Olsen et al., 2002). Reasoning-oriented
regulation has been linked to greater sociable child behavior, empathy, adaptive
social cognitions, and peer acceptance (e.g., Burleson et al., 1995; Hart, DeWolf, &
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Burts, 1992; 1993; Krevans & Gibbs, 1996), but not always to less childhood aggressive
behavior (e.g., Hart, DeWolf, Wozniak, & Burts, 1992; Pettit, Bates, & Dodge, 1997).
Adaptability of Authoritative Parenting. One of the advantages of an authoritative
style is that it is adaptable to individual child characteristics. It is not prescriptive.
In essence, children appear to beneﬁt from the ﬂexible use of individualized features of child rearing that are conducted within the general framework of this stylistic
pattern. As noted earlier, Kochanska (1997a) indicated that more anxious–fearful children beneﬁt more from gentle, reasoning-oriented regulation, whereas non–fearful
anxious children beneﬁt more from the connectedness feature (shared cooperation,
acceptance, sensitivity). Alternatively, more impulsive or resistive children become
more manageable with greater rather than with lesser exposure to regulatory limit
setting (e.g., prohibitions, warnings). This plays out in fewer externalizing outcomes
both within and out of home settings over time (Bates et al., 1998). Nonpunitive
regulation appears to be particularly salient for difﬁcult children when accompanied
by warm and supportive parenting that is reﬂected in the connection feature of the
authoritative style (Hinshaw et al., 1997). These studies illustrate how the ﬂexible
use of authoritative-style features can provide the best ﬁt for children with varying
temperamental dispositions.
In essence, some children may require heavier doses of some authoritative features
(e.g., regulation) than others, based on their temperamental dispositions; however,
only a few studies have examined the moderating effects of parenting features on
the associations between child temperamental predispositions and later adjustment
(Collins, Maccoby, Steinberg, Hetherington, & Bornstein 2000). Moreover, little is
known about how and why some parents are better able than others to adjust their
parenting styles according to child temperament in ways that maximize socialization inﬂuence. Obviously, balancing connection, regulation, and autonomy-granting
across different sibling characteristics, developmental time frames, varying types of
child transgressions, and disciplinary versus nondisciplinary contexts requires considerable skill, particularly in the face of competing demands (e.g., economic stress,
fatigue, marital adjustments, time constraints). Reﬂecting this complexity, a recent
meta-analysis indicates that even though parenting styles reﬂect enduring characteristics that persist over time, parents do modify aspects of child-rearing behavior
in response to different children or to the immediate context as needed (Holden &
Miller, 1999). Little is known about how adaptable these adjustments are in meeting
particular children’s needs in ways that facilitate social–communicative competence,
however.

Authoritative Features and Children's Adjustment
Although research investigating how parents adjust authoritative features to child
nature are limited, there are scores of studies that link connection, regulation, and
autonomy features of authoritative parenting to positive child outcomes (Ladd &
Pettit, 2002). In this section, we review literature that explicates how these features
are associated with child social–communicative competence.
Connection Features. Warm and responsive parenting is often used to convey
connection features of authoritative styles; however, researchers also describe connection in terms of acceptance, attentiveness, nurturance, patience, and sensitivity
to and sympathy for children’s feelings and needs (e.g., Wakschlag & Hans, 1999).
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Warm and responsive parenting tends to promote lasting bonds with parents and “felt
security” in children (Barnett, Kidwell, & Leung, 1998; Lamb, Hwang, Ketterlinus, &
Fracasso, 1999). Secure attachments with parents function to facilitate the development of “working models” that provide expectations of positive reciprocal interpersonal outcomes from interactions with others (e.g., Elicker, Egelan, & Sroufe, 1992;
Cicchetti, Lynch, Shonk, & Manly, 1992), better emotion regulation (Contreras, Kerns,
Weimer, Gentzler, & Tomich, 2000), and self-conﬁdence for interacting with unfamiliar peers (e.g., Rubin et al., 2002). Warmth and responsiveness not only promotes
secure attachments, but have been linked concurrently and longitudinally to more
sociable outcomes and to fewer internalizing and externalizing problems with peers
(e.g., Bronstein et al., 1996; Dumas, LaFreniere, & Serketich, 1995; Russell & Russell,
1996; Shaw, Keenan, & Vondra, 1994). Attachment linkages, however, seem to be
more important for children’s close friendships rather than for enhanced relations
with other peers (Schneider, Atkinson, & Tardif, 2001). Warm, responsive, and accepting child rearing has also been found to prevent hostility, resentment, and anger
in children (e.g., Hoffman, 1983; Lepper, 1981; Maccoby, 1983). Alternatively, hostile and rejecting parenting can be played out in hostile externalizing behavior with
siblings, as well as with peers (e.g., MacKinnon-Lewis, Starnes, Volling, & Johnson,
1997).
Connection also involves parents being companionable and playful with their
children (Ladd & Pettit, 2002). Research has documented that young children are
less likely to be aggressive and more likely to be sociable and empathetic with peers
if they have parents (particularly fathers) who display these qualities (e.g., Carson
& Parke, 1996; Chen, Liu, & Li, 2000; Gottman & De Claire, 1997; Hart, Nelson,
et al., 1998; Lindsey & Mize, 2000; Pettit, Brown, Mize, & Lindsey, 1998). Alternatively, children with poorer peer conversational skills and subsequent peer-group
behavior problems have less companionable fathers who express negative affect and
dominate interaction and conversation in observed father–child dyadic interactions
(Fagan & Iglesias, 2000; Isley, O’Neil, Clatfelter, & Parke, 1999; Isley, O’Neil, & Parke,
1996).
Maternal connection to children is also important (e.g. Zhou et al., 2002). Research
indicates that mothers who engage in mutually enjoyable activities with their children
and assert less power over them are more likely to maintain a mutually responsive
interaction style with their children throughout childhood (e.g., Kochanska, 1997b).
These types of mutually enjoyable interactions, in which parents and children comply
with each other’s play suggestions, have been associated with advances in initiating
play ideas, in attending to a play partners’ desires and needs, and in responding to
a partners’ initiations in peer-group interaction (Lindsey & Mize, 2000; Mize et al.,
1995; Pettit & Lollis, 1997). They appear to be a catalyst for establishing comfortable
and emotionally fulﬁlling and connected relationships with others. It is possible that
inherently sociable and conforming preschoolers in these studies were better able
to evoke mutually responsive patterns of play with parents and peers; however, it
seems more likely that parents attempting to connect with their children by being
responsive rather than always directive teaches them something about the importance
of reciprocity in forming lasting bonds with others.
Regulation Features. In contrast with connection, in which parent–child relationships are conceptualized as being more horizontal and symmetrical (almost
peerlike), regulation is considered to be vertical and asymmetrical with the focus
on parents instructing, correcting, teaching, or disciplining their children (Russell,
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Mize, & Bissaker, 2002). Disciplinary situations, for example, require parents to move
out of reciprocal role patterns (e.g., play and situations that allow for compromise)
and exert authority in a more vertical fashion by placing clear and consistent limits
on child behavior. The function of authoritative regulation is typically to persuade
children to adopt parental views on certain issues and to regulate their behavior accordingly. This is typically done by setting limits, reasoning about rules and the consequences of misbehavior, reinforcing positive behavior, and following through with
a judicious use of punishment as needed (Baumrind, 1996; Grusec, 2002; Patterson &
Fisher, 2002). How parents exert authority is important in less power-sharing contexts
and can inﬂuence whether children feel respected as individuals and how well they
internalize rules and become self-governing (Grolnick, 2003). Social–communicative
outcomes also vary according to how parents enact regulative features in ways described in the following paragraphs (see also Hart, Newell, & Sine, 2000).
Unlike coercive parents who administer harsh, arbitrary punishments (Ambert,
1997; Brody et al., 2001), studies indicate that authoritative parents are clear about
rules and expectations and proactively explain reasons for setting them along with
consequences for not meeting them (e.g., Baumrind, 1996; Pettit et al., 1997; 2001;
Patterson & Fisher, 2002). Parents who ﬁnd ways to prevent child misbehavior rather
than waiting for it to occur are more likely to have more compliant children and
less frequent parent-child power struggles. (Chamberlain & Patterson, 1995). In so
doing, a premium is placed on communication as parents use disciplinary encounters
more as teaching moments (rather than punishing moments) to help their children
understand how to regulate their own behavior in positive ways without having to be
controlled by arbitrary external rewards and punishments (Baumrind, 1996; Grusec &
Goodnow, 1994). Illustrative is research by Kuczynski and Kochanska (1995) in which
toddlers of parents who emphasized “dos” rather than “don’ts” in communicative
exchanges were found to exhibit lower levels of externalizing behavior at age 5.
There are many times when limits that have been explained in advance by parents
are violated. Authoritative parents are more likely to be ﬁrm and consistent when
following through in nonpunitive ways with logical consequences that are tied to the
misdeeds (e.g., calmly enforcing timeout when a child is angry and hurting others
and then discussing alternative ways of dealing with anger; calmly showing up at a
child’s teen party when curfew is violated). Opportunities are then given for children
to practice “trying it again,” armed with new information about the whys and hows of
enacting good behavior. As noted by Baumrind (1996), “Authoritative parents remain
receptive to the child’s views but take responsibility for ﬁrmly guiding the child’s
actions, emphasizing reasoning, communication, and rational discussion interactions
that are friendly as well as tutorial and disciplinary” (p. 412).
This highlights the importance of reasoning and persuasion in regulatory encounters with children (e.g., “If you hit Johnny, he probably won’t want to play with
you anymore”). Although not required for every situation, consistent efforts to provide simple rationales that are often repeated eventually sink in and can function to
win voluntary obedience even in 2- to three-year-old children (Hart, DeWolf, & Burts,
1993). Numerous studies have documented positive ways that reasoning or induction
with children (especially in advance of a problem) can help them willfully regulate
their own behavior (e.g., Hoffman, 1994b; Kochanska, 1995; Krevans & Gibbs, 1996).
For example, parents who think ahead and predispose their young children before
going into a store that “we are not buying treats to eat right now because we need
lots of room in our tummies for dinner” are more likely to avoid temper tantrums in
the checkout line.
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Burleson et al. (1995) suggested that such reﬂection-enhancing messages help
children to understand situations “in a broadened way and see that courses of action should follow from consideration of relevant situational features and enduring
values” (p. 62). For example, reasoning with children about consequences of their
actions and possible solutions to interpersonal conﬂict helps focus children on the
attitudes, feelings, perspectives, and needs of others (e.g., Bearson & Cassel, 1975).
Other-oriented reasoning, particularly on the part of mothers, has also been consistently linked to children’s sociable (i.e., prosocial) behavior at home and with peers
(e.g., Burleson et al., 1992, 1995; Hart et al., 1992; Krevans & Gibbs, 1996; Pettit
et al., 1998), particularly when accompanied by positive parental affect, prosocial
modeling, and reinforcing statements (Grusec, Davidov, & Lundell, 2002; McGrath,
Wilson, & Frassetto, 1995).
Reasoning-oriented regulation is associated with more adaptive and ﬂexible parent
interactions with children and facilitates more complex social problem-solving skills
in them (Deković, Gerris, & Janssens, 1991). This appears to enhance preschool
and school-age children’s abilities to accomplish social goals while simultaneously
maintaining relationships with peers. For example, children of parents who employ
inductive regulation are prone to envisioning friendly–assertive sociable behavior as
leading to instrumental gains and enhanced relations with peers (Hart et al., 1990;
Hart, DeWolf, & Burts, 1992).
How children resonate to reasoning-oriented parental input depends on a variety
of factors, including the age of the children, how “connected” their relationship is
with the parent, and their ability to understand (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994). For
older children, reasoning can often come across as preachments and may provoke
opposition if not carefully worded, particularly for more difﬁcult children. Playing
a “consultant role” often works better (Cline & Fay, 1992). This involves reﬂective
listening, using less directive “I” rather than more intrusive “you” statements, musing
and wondering aloud about potential consequences and alternatives, and leaving
more ownership for problem solving to the child. Communicating and regulating in
this way requires considerable parental skill and ﬂexibility but is far more likely to
result in positive outcomes.
Finally, in addition to aversive consequences noted earlier, authoritative regulation
can, in some cases, include a use of confrontation, reproofs, scolding, and prohibitions (without reasoning) when logically tied to a misbehavior (e.g., Bates et al.,
1998; Kochanska, et al., 2001). Research suggests that when this is done ﬁrmly in the
context of a warm and engaged parent–child relationship, children are more likely to
comply to parental wishes; however, when coercively administered as a way to vent
parental anger or brandish authority rather than to calmly emphasize an important
message, conformance is less likely, and child resentment and hostility may ensue
(Baumrind, 1996; Grusec & Goodnow, 1994).
Autonomy-Granting Features. Children also beneﬁt from making the choices that
authoritative parents offer them and being allowed personal freedom in a variety
of domains (e.g., Nucci & Smetana, 1996; Nucci & Weber, 1995). By developing
decision-making skills and learning how to make personal decisions within limits
that are acceptable to parents (e.g., allowing a child the option of taking the trash out
in the evening or in the morning before school; asking if a child would prefer hot or
cold cereal, etc.), children learn to become better self-regulators. In addition to selfregulation, supporting children’s autonomy in this manner functions to help children
view adults as providers of information and guidance rather than as deliverers of
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messages of control (Deci, Eghari, Patrick, & Leone, 1994). Psychological control and
authoritarian parenting (described in the next section) work against this important
aspect of children’s development (Barber & Harmon, 2002; Olsen et al., 2002).
Even though the best of parents will, under difﬁcult circumstances, lose patience
and be demanding with children from time to time (e.g., Holden, Coleman, & Schmidt,
1995), parents who are predominantly authoritative are more likely to interact with
warmth and responsiveness, thereby allowing for more “give-and-take” in relationships with their children (e.g., Bronstein et al., 1996; Russell et al., 2002; Siqueland,
Kendall, & Steinberg, 1996). Parental communication is more likely to be open and
nonjudgmental, with more emphasis on listening to understand rather than on talking (McFadyen-Ketchum, Bates, Dodge, & Pettit, 1996). Respect for authority and
independent thinking and feeling are valued, rather than viewed as being mutually
exclusive. Research has indicated that children are more likely to be respectful to parents and others when there is this type of reciprocity and a degree of power-sharing
in their relationships with parents (e.g., Dumas et al., 1995; Pettit & Lollis, 1997).
Allowing young children to experience, value, and express their own thoughts,
emotions, and desires is important in parent–child communicative interactions and
for subsequent peer-group outcomes. Illustrative are studies showing that more socially competent children have mothers who are more likely to model power sharing
and autonomy granting in horizontal relationships by communicating in ways that
are positive, synchronous, and agreeable with children’s views (e.g., Bronstein
et al., 1996; Harrist, Pettit, Dodge, & Bates, 1994; Putallaz & Heﬂin, 1990). Black and
Logan (1995) also recently demonstrated that autonomy granting and synchronous
parent–child communications, as reﬂected in turn-taking style and utterance type,
were related to more sociable child interactions with, and acceptance by, peers.
However, nonresponsive communications with parents that did not allow for verbal
give-and-take (e.g., irrelevant or simultaneous turns or turns that fail to leave time for
a response following a request) have been linked to similar communication patterns
with peers, internalizing and externalizing problems, and peer rejection (e.g., Fagan &
Iglesias, 2000; Kahen, Katz, & Gottman, 1994).
In a related vein, when parents have been observed to dismiss or be judgmental
about child views, to not tolerate differences of opinion, or to not allow input into
family decision making, their preschool or school-age children have been found to
be more prone to internalizing disorders (e.g., Olsen et al., 2002; Siqueland et al.,
1996). Such displays of parental control that diminishes child expression appear to
model a form of exclusionary behavior that has also been recently associated with
preschool-age children enacting ostracizing, relationally aggressive tactics with peers
(Hart, Nelson, et al., 2000).
Autonomy granting through “collaborative problem solving” (Crockenberg,
Jackson, & Langrock, 1996) and “joint decision making” (Lamborn, Dornbush, &
Steinberg, 1996) also plays out in potential conﬂict situations in which ﬁrm rules
and restrictions are deemed less vital and parents model and encourage negotiation and compromise (e.g., allowing child’s input into when to take the trash
out). Finding ways to say yes more often than no to a child’s request lends more
credence when a parent has to say no in areas that require more vertical regulation. When children are given latitude for decision making in areas that matter
less, they are more likely to conform to parental expectations that matter more
(cf. Crockenberg et al., 1996; Kochanska, 1992; Kuczynski & Lollis, in press; Russell
et al., 2002). The resolution of conﬂict in collaborative decision making between
parents and children is not all that dissimilar to ways that children learn to resolve
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interpersonal issues when trying to “partly get their way” in peer-group interactions
(Bigelow, Tesson, & Lewko, 1996; Crockenberg & Lourie, 1996; Kochanska, 1992).
Developmental stages and child dispositions are also important to consider in
autonomy granting. As children grow older and more mature, they can typically
be granted more autonomy and a greater share in individual and family decision
making (Baumrind, 1996). More spirited children, however, often require more creative regulation and limit setting coupled with opportunities for expressing individuality (e.g., Bates et al., 1998). Even for difﬁcult children, positive psychological
interventions that entail choice giving, encouragement of independence, and collaborative problem solving are less likely to provoke rebellion and oppositional
behavior reﬂected in externalizing outcomes (e.g., Hinshaw et al., 1997). Recent
evidence also suggests that more fearful and inhibited children’s tendencies as reﬂected in reticent behavior noted earlier, may actually be exacerbated or maintained
by parental overcontrolling and overprotective means that allow for less autonomy granting (e.g., Rubin, Nelson, Hastings, & Asendorpf, 1999). This may account
for why some children preclude themselves from social exploration (Rubin et al.,
1998; Rubin, Cheah, & Fox, 2001).
In summary, authoritiative parenting that includes balanced features of autonomy
granting, along with regulation through limit setting, follow-through, and reasoning,
as well as connection that is reﬂected in mutually responsive and satisfying relationships likely sets the stage for social and communication skills to thrive. As noted
earlier, the degree to which these skills ﬂourish are likely constrained or enhanced by
biological and genetic factors that are inherent to each child. Connection, regulation,
and autonomy features of authoritative parenting skill appear to be most effective
when they are individualized and calibrated to provide the best ﬁt to each child’s
unique set of strengths and limitations. These features are not mutually exclusive.
Autonomy granting, for example, can foster connection in parent–child interactions.
Connection may, in turn, be played out in children being more responsive to parent
regulatory efforts.

Coercive Interaction Styles
The authoritative parenting style represents a challenging and creative endeavor that
requires considerable ﬂexibility, time, patience, and energy. The focus of authoritative approaches is more on teaching and preparing children than on regulating and
controlling them (Hastings & Rubin, 1999). Conversely, when parents are prone to
employ “all-ﬁts-one” controlling approaches across most child-rearing contexts and
rely solely on punishment, isolation, or restriction, less creativity and ﬂexibility is involved. Accordingly, authoritarian approaches provide fewer opportunities to meet
individual child needs in ways that can optimize social and communicative competence. Like authoritative regulation, coercion functions to persuade children to adopt
parental views on certain issues and to regulate their behavior accordingly; however,
it is more likely to be administered in a harsh, arbitrary manner (Baumrind, 1996;
Brody et al., 2001). Although coercion may often result in immediate compliance in
children, it is suggested that it comes with a number of costs including the diminishing
of children’s abilities to learn how to regulate their own behavior from within (e.g.,
Gershoff, 2002; Rodgers, 1998). For example, parents who shut off their children’s
negative emotions in punitive or dismissive ways only invite more intense expressions that children have difﬁculty regulating with peers (Fabes, Leonard, Kupanoff,
& Martin, 2001).
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Persistent parenting that derides, demeans, or diminishes children by continually
putting them in their place, putting them down, mocking them, or holding power
over them via physical and verbal or psychologically controlling means are manifestations of coercive stylistic interactions. Research exploring outcomes for these
coercive features indicates that such parenting appears to impede social and communication competencies in children (e.g., Stafford & Bayer, 1993) and may be systemically maintained through mutually coercive parent–child exchanges (e.g., Dishion,
Duncan, Eddy, Fagot, & Fetrow, 1994; Vuchinich et al., 1992) that are driven by both
child and parent aggressive behavior (Stoolmiller, Patterson, & Snyder, 1997).
Physical and Verbal Coercive Features. A persistent use of physical and verbal coercion often takes place in homes in which there is a climate of hostility manifest by
frequent spanking, yelling, criticizing, directing, and forcing and has been linked to
many forms of childhood externalizing behavior directed toward peers that include
relational and physical forms of aggression noted earlier (e.g., Hart, Nelson, et al.,
1998, 2000; McFadyen-Ketchum, et al., 1996; Nix et al., 1999; Russell, Hart, Robinson,
& Olsen, in press; Shumow, Vandell, & Posner, 1998; Pettit, Clawson, Dodge, &
Bates, 1996; Travillion & Snyder, 1993). As noted earlier, coercive stylistic features
tend to exacerbate already difﬁcult temperamental dispositions in children. Hostile
parenting of this nature has also been linked to peer-group rejection (e.g., Deković &
Janssens, 1992; Hart et al., 1990; Hart, DeWolf, Wozniak, & Burts, 1992; Travillion &
Snyder, 1993). There is also evidence suggesting that associations between reciprocally hostile parent–child interactions and rejection by peers is mediated by aggressive behavior with peers (MacKinnon-Lewis et al., 1994).
In moderate forms with more normative samples, this style of parent–child interaction has been associated with children thinking they will get their way by using force
with peers (e.g., Hart et al., 1990; Hart, DeWolf, & Burts, 1992), particularly if parents
model coercion as an efﬁcacious means of resolving interpersonal conﬂict (see Coie
& Dodge, 1998; Crick et al., 1999; Crick & Dodge, 1994; Pettit, Polaha, & Mize, 2002;
Parke et al., 1994). Interestingly, recent research suggests that the lack of connection
(noted earlier in the authoritative style) for fathers and more coercion on the part
of mothers are the most important predictors in the development of childhood aggressive behavior, at least in Russian parenting (Hart, Nelson, et al., 1998). Similar
ﬁndings have recently been obtained in mainland China (Chen, Wang, Chen, & Liu,
2002). Whether these patterns hold in all cultural settings in which coercive parental
behavior is viewed as normative by children and adults is a point of debate in the
literature (e.g., Baumrind, 1996; Bradley, Corwyn, Burchinal, McAdoo, & Coll, 2001;
Deater-Deckard & Dodge, 1997; Stormshak, Bierman, McMahon, & Lengua, 2000;
Yang et al., in press).
Compared with the literature examining the effects of moderate but persistent
levels of parental coercion, there is less certainty about whether milder forms and
less frequent use of physical coercion lend themselves to similar problems noted
above. There is a body of literature, for example, that suggests “nonabusive” spanking consisting of one or two mild slaps on the buttocks in limited situations (e.g.,
out-of-control behavior that poses danger to the child or others) can be beneﬁcial for
authoritative regulation as a last resort, but only for children between 2 and 6 years
of age and when conducted sparingly in the context of a warm and responsive relationship (e.g., Baumrind, Larzelere, & Cowan, 2002; Deater-Deckard & Dodge, 1997;
Larzelere, 1996; Larzelere, Sather, Schneider, Larsen, & Pike, 1998). Alternatively,
another group of studies support the notion that even though limited spanking to
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regulate behavior may immediately stop a child from misbehaving and willfully defying in the short term, it actually increases the likelihood of greater disobedience
and antisocial behavior inside and outside the home later on (Gershoff, 2002;
Strassberg, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1994; Straus, Sugarman, & Giles-Sims, 1997;
Stormshak et al., 2000). Additional research suggests that spanking is more likely
to be enacted in anger (Holden et al., 1995).
More certain in the literature are ﬁndings associated with abuse. In more extreme samples of maltreated children (cf. Bolger & Patterson, 2001; Deater-Deckard &
Dodge, 1997), severe forms of coercive parenting as manifested in extremely harsh
and abusive treatment by adults appears to dysregulate and handicap children by
altering their ability to successfully encode social cues and correctly interpret ambiguous peer provocations (Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1990; Dodge, Pettit, Bates, & Valente,
1995) lending itself to reactive aggression (Shield & Chicchetti, 1998). Rather than
being goal-oriented toward self-serving gains, reactive aggression is characterized by
hostile attributional biases toward the aggressor and an angry and hypervigilant style
of personal interaction (e.g., easily taking offense). Supporting research suggests that
reactive aggressive children experience more extreme abusive family backgrounds
when compared with proactive aggressive children (e.g., Schwartz et al., 1997). Similar ﬁndings concerning abusive parenting appear likely to hold across various cultural
settings (e.g., Deater-Deckard & Dodge, 1997).
Psychological Controlling Features. An emerging literature on psychological controlling parenting styles also suggests difﬁculties for children (e.g., Nelson & Crick,
2002). Psychologically controlling behaviors include communicating disinterest in
what a child is saying, invalidating or discounting a child’s feelings, attacking a child
in a condescending or patronizing way, or using guilt induction, love withdrawal, or
erratic emotional behavior as means of control and manipulation (Barber & Harmon,
2002). Psychological control, designed to manipulate children’s psychological and
emotional experience and expression, has been associated with “externalizing” and
“internalizing” disorders in children of various ages and in diverse cultural contexts
(e.g., Barber & Harmon, 2002; Grotpeter & Crick, 1996; Hart, Nelson, et al., 1998;
Mattanah, 2001; Olsen et al., 2002; Pettit et al., 2001; Siqueland et al., 1996). It has
also been linked to more internalizing behavior in temperamentally irritable children
(Morris et al., 2002).

Permissive Parenting
Permissive-prone parents do exert some control over their children, but to a lesser
degree than coercive and authoritative parents. They are less actively involved and
may overindulge or neglect their children. They tend to avoid using their authority
at all costs, are more tolerant of children’s impulses (including aggression), encourage children to make their own decisions without providing parameters, and refrain
from imposing structure on children’s time (i.e., bedtime, mealtime, television watching). They also keep at a minimum restrictions, demands for mature behavior, and
consequences for misbehavior (Maccoby & Martin, 1983).
Research suggests that children raised by permissive parents may have greater
difﬁculty respecting others, coping with frustration, delaying their gratiﬁcation for
a greater goal, and following through with their plans (Maccoby & Martin, 1983).
Unlike coercive parenting, in which child outcomes are predominately negative,
permissive parenting produces mixed results. Outcomes associated with permissive
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parenting suggest that children are more sociable and tend to have a relatively low
rates of internalizing problems (e.g., depression, anxiety); however, they do less
well academically, are more deﬁant of authority ﬁgures, and exhibit a higher rate of
externalizing behavior (e.g., Barber & Olsen, 1997).

Parenting Practices
In our earlier discussion of parenting styles, we noted that the context created by
style likely moderates how receptive children are to certain parenting practices. The
concept of style captures an enduring manner in which mothers and fathers parent
across “a wide range of situations that are presumed to create a pervasive interactional climate” (Mize & Pettit, 1997). Practices, on the other hand, refer to particular
efforts that parents undertake to accomplish speciﬁc goal-oriented tasks with children. Whether it be engaging in a mutually enjoyable activity to foster connection,
reasoning about consequences to ward off misbehavior, spanking to punish for misdeeds, or providing choices to foster decision-making skills, parents may practice
features of an authoritative or authoritarian style to accomplish their ends (see Mize,
Russell, & Pettit, 1998, p. 42). Sometimes, however, these features may be enacted
with no speciﬁc goal in mind. When goal driven, authoritative parents will still be
more likely to use connection, regulation, and autonomy-granting practices than will
more coercive parents.
Parents may not intentionally act to foster children’s peer relationship skills and
social–communicative competence but accomplish precisely that end. For example,
when reasoning about consequences for certain actions (e.g., picking ﬂowers in the
neighbor’s ﬂower garden) or playing a mutually enjoyable game with a child, parents
are likely engaged with other goals in mind and are likely not considering how
these interactions might be fostering social–communicative skills that carry over into
peer-group interaction. Thus, these interactions may have indirect and unintentional
positive implications in the peer arena; however, when unintentional style effects
on peer competence are examined together with intentional practices used to foster
social development, research indicates that both parenting style and practice make
independent contributions to children’s social–communicative competence (Mize &
Pettit, 1997).
We now consider parenting practices that parents intentionally employ to foster
social competence in children. These practices can embody authoritative, coercive,
or permissive stylistic features in how they are enacted. As will be seen, the function of
each of the following practices is generally to foster social skills and social awareness
in ways that result in sociable outcomes. There is considerable variation in whether
these parenting practices are employed, however, as well as in ways stylistic features
associated with these practices result in positive sociable or negative internalizing
and externalizing outcomes for young children. Our discussion centers around ways
that parental involvement in initiating peer contacts, supervising, or advising and
consulting has been found to enhance sociability in young children.
Initiation Practices. Early research ﬁndings suggested that preschoolers with
mothers who bridged between their child and playmates by fostering child–peer
contacts had a larger number of playmates and more consistent play companions
in their informal nonschool networks (Ladd & Golter, 1988). Children with initiating
mothers were also found to spend more time playing in peers’ homes. This, in turn,
was associated with better classroom adjustment and greater acceptance by peers
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(Ladd, Hart, Wadsworth, & Golter, 1988). Other ﬁndings have linked parental initiations to child sociability in preschool classrooms (Ladd & Hart, 1992), higher levels of
peer acceptance for boys (Ladd & Golter, 1988; Ladd & Hart, 1992), and more stable
and closer relationships among school-age friends (Krappman, 1989). Involvement,
particularly on the part of mothers, is most effective when parents play a mediating role by “scaffolding” (e.g., verbally coaching about how to extend invitations to
play) their child’s peer engagements (Ladd & Hart, 1992). Positive involvement in
this manner reﬂects authoritative regulatory features.
Interestingly, recent ﬁndings suggest that mothers from a variety of cultural contexts are more prone to facilitate peer contacts if their children are perceived by
teachers as being more socially inept (Hart et al., 1998). This raises the possibility
that some parents may view peer associations as serving a remedial role for children
with social skill deﬁciencies. They may adjust their parenting practices accordingly
to provide meaningful associations with peers. Alternatively, evidence suggests that
mothers who perceive their children to be more sociable, and who believe that child
social skills are important, are more likely to play an active role in the further socialization of these competencies (e.g., Mize et al., 1995; Prinstein, 1997; Proﬁlet & Ladd,
1994). In summary, parents of young children who are involved in initiating peergroup interactions are likely to foster social competencies with peers. Parents also
appear to adjust their parenting practices according to perceived social skill strengths
and deﬁcits seen in their children.
Supervision Practices. The strategies that parents use to supervise peer-group
interactions and advise their children about peer-group issues have also been linked
to child social–communicative outcomes with peers. Variations in these practices
reﬂect both regulatory features of coercive parenting as well as positive regulatory and
autonomy-granting features of authoritative parenting. For example, higher levels of
maternal involvement, coupled with disruptive interventions and irrelevant or power
assertive communications, are related to less socially skilled child behavior with peers
(Mize et al., 1995). Alternatively, Finnie and Russell (1988) and Russell and Finnie
(1990) obtained evidence suggesting that less intrusive (e.g., not taking direct charge
of activities), group-oriented communication lends itself to children being more liked
by peers (e.g., mothers making statements about what the other children are doing
and encouraging their children to ﬁt into the ongoing play). For older children,
parental monitoring (tracking and surveillance) is important for reducing antisocial
behavior; however, this practice is likely more effective when parental knowledge
about a child’s whereabouts and activities is based on voluntary child disclosure in a
“connected” parent–child relationship than on parental intrusiveness (Kerr & Stattin,
2000; Pettit et al., 2001).
Advising and Consulting Practices. How parents consult with their children about
how to initiate friendships, manage conﬂicts, and identify solutions to interpersonal
problems can go far in helping children negotiate their peer culture (cf. Flannagan,
1996; Flannagan & Baker-Ward, 1996). There is some evidence to suggest that parental
communication patterns are linked to variations in child abilities to communicate
in socially contingent ways (e.g., Black & Logan, 1995). It is also widely believed
that these skills are enhanced or diminished in the context of reciprocal parent–
child turn-taking communication activities. This provides a discourse structure from
which children learn communicative rules of social engagement (Lamb, Ketterlinus, &
Fracasso, 1992; Stafford & Bayer, 1993).
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For helping children learn how to negotiate their social world, parents often engage
them in “decontextualized discussions” that can occur during dinner, after school,
before bedtime, or during travel (Ladd, Proﬁlet, & Hart, 1992). Proﬁciently consulting
with children entails considerable creativity and skill (e.g., Kuczynski, 1984; Ladd &
Le Sieur, 1995) and can be designed to prepare children to face future social dilemmas (e.g., discussing how to dissuade a bully) or can provide a sounding board for
children’s self-generated solutions (e.g., for how to mend a friendship). Research
on parental advising and consulting practices has also been conducted in contrived
laboratory and in peer-group settings. Parental engagement reﬂecting authoritative
connection and autonomy-granting features has been positively associated with child
sociability. Such engagement may include frequent conversations in which there is
reciprocity in turn taking, high quality of advice that is relevant to resolving a peer
issue, good listening skills, and warmth (Laird, Pettit, Mize, Brown, & Lindsey, 1994;
Proﬁlet & Ladd, 1996; Putallaz, 1987; Russell & Finnie, 1990). Alternatively, coercive
maternal consulting that is intrusive and focused on blaming the child for social
shortcomings has been linked to childhood withdrawal from peers (Proﬁlet & Ladd,
1996).
Although the literature reviewed thus far seems to suggest that optimal parenting
matters, there is considerable controversy about this conclusion. As noted earlier,
there are varying views about how important parenting is to children’s development.
We now consider the view that parents don’t matter and provide our response.

DO PARENTS MATTER?
Recent highly publicized reviews of research on parenting have concluded that there
is no evidence that parenting in the home is related to ways children behave outside of
the home (see Harris, 1995, 1998, pp. 75–77, 296, 330). Only genetics and peers matter
in children’s social development (Harris, 2002). This conclusion was made by drawing heavily on behavior-genetics research; Harris also cited—and misrepresents—a
paper coauthored by the senior author of this chapter (Ladd et al., 1992). Harris’s
conclusion has been called into question by a number of scholars (Collins et al.,
2000; Parke et al., 2002; Vandell, 2000; Wachs, 2000), with opportunities for rebuttal
(e.g., Harris, 2000; Loehlin, 2001; Rowe, 2001). We now brieﬂy consider several
issues that extend already published work on the topic (see also Borkowski, Ramey, &
Bristol-Power, 2002; Hart, 1999).
First, in addition to other proported methodological ﬂaws that are addressed elsewhere (Vandell, 2000), Harris denounces parenting research (2000, p. 712) for shared
method variance problems (e.g., parents reporting on their own behavior as well as
their child’s); however, the majority of studies cited in this chapter (but overlooked in
the Harris critiques) have used different informants for measuring parenting and peergroup behavior in ways that overcome this problem. Findings regarding parenting–
peer-group linkages are remarkably consistent across studies that use observational
or self-report measures of parenting and teacher or observational ratings of child
social behavior (cf. Hart, Nelson, et al., 1998). Studies cited in this chapter (including
Hart, Nelson, et al., 1998) often show stronger cross-contextual correlations (e.g.,
between home and school) than what Harris (2000, p. 718) credited.
Second, socialization research is criticized for not documenting the direction of
effect (whether parents inﬂuence children or children inﬂuence parents). Yet at least
20 major longitudinal investigations conducted over the past decade were not considered in this critique (e.g., Bates et al., 1998; Booth, Rose-Krasnor, McKinnon, &
Rubin, 1994; Bronstein et al., 1996; Carlson, 1998; Kochanska, Aksan, & Koenig
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1995; McGuire, Dunn, & Plomin, 1995; Pettit & Bates, 1989). Results clearly indicate
that parents have lasting inﬂuence on children’s behavior outside of the home, as
reﬂected in independent measures of parenting and peer interaction (e.g., Elicker
et al., 1992; McFadyen-Ketchum et al., 1996; Pettit et al., 1996, 1997; 2001).
Although claims of causation running from parent to child are not entirely conclusive (cf. Baumrind et al., 2002; Cowan & Cowan, 2002; Nix et al., 1999), these investigations do suggest that direction of effect can go from parent to child, at least in terms
of parental inﬂuence maintaining child behavioral patterns or bidirectional parentchild interactive processes that play out in peer relations (e.g., Bradley et al., 2001;
Dodge, Pettit et al., 1995; Heller & Baker, 2000; Loeber & Dishion, 1983; Kochanska &
Murray, 2000; Shaw et al., 1994; Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986; Zhou et al., 2002). This in
no way discounts the perspective that the effectiveness of parenting can vary for
children with different dispositions as we noted earlier (cf. Vandell, 2000). We have
cited ample evidence suggesting that parent behaviors likely enhance or mitigate
child dispositional tendencies towards sociability, internalizing, and externalizing
both inside and outside of the home. Taken together, this literature contradicts the
view that parents only differentially respond to varying child dispositions and have
no inﬂuence on their behavior outside of the home (see Harris, 1998, p. 48; Harris,
2000, pp. 712, 715, 717).
Third, Harris (1998) criticizes parenting research by suggesting that socialization
effects can only be artiﬁcially contrived in diverse rather than in homogenous samples
that include, for example, similar socioeconomic groupings of parents and children
rather than mixed socioeconomic groupings. Numerous studies conducted in homogenous groupings discount this claim (e.g., Barber & Harmon, 2002; Baumrind,
1993, 1997; Hart, DeWolf, Wozniak, & Burts, 1992; Hart, Nelson, et al., 1998; Shumow
et al., 1998; Wachs, 2000). Although there are some exceptions (Deater-Deckard &
Dodge, 1997; Stormshak et al., 2000), research consistently shows that coercive parenting is associated with similar types of child peer-group behavior problems in
middle-class samples as well as in disadvantaged samples (e.g., Hart, DeWolf, &
Burts, 1992; Hart et al., 1990).
Fourth, drawing primarily from behavioral-genetic research, Harris argued that
genetics and peers matter, not parents. Notwithstanding limitations in behavioralgenetic methodology (Collins et al., 2000), it should be kept in mind that results
from classic designs using this approach can only say that many sibling similarities may be primarily due to genetics. Sibling similarities in behavioral adjustment
are linked to shared parental treatment, even after controlling for genetic similarity
(Deater-Deckard, 2000); however, the direction of effect leading from child genetics to parenting or vice versa cannot be ascertained in these designs. Nonshared
environmental effects show up in all behavioral-genetic studies. When differences
in parental behavior toward siblings covary with sibling differences in behavioral
adjustment, it is still unknown if sibling behavioral differences are a cause or consequence of parental differential treatment. As Deater-Deckard (2000) pointed out, root
causes of sibling differences are typically unspeciﬁed in behavioral-genetic research
because it is difﬁcult to determine whether they result from shared (e.g., different
child perceptions of and reactions to the same parenting) or from nonshared environmental sources (e.g., differential parental treatment). Thus, behavioral-genetic
research cannot say whether parents matter or not. These studies can only indicate
that many things that parents do similarly with siblings often do not make siblings
turn out the same. In critiques of parenting research, sibling differences reﬂected
in nonshared effects have been attributed only to forces outside the family, namely
peers (Harris, 1998, 2000, 2002). Pike (2002) noted that these claims were made in the
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absence of studies that consider whether peer-group characteristics, like parenting
styles, might also correspond with genetic inﬂuence. Contrary to the assumption that
only peers matter beyond genetics, this leaves ample room for the importance of
parents as contributors to child outcomes (cf. Parke et al., 2002). Indeed, there is
convincing data to suggest that both parents and peers matter in children’s social–
communicative competence (e.g., MacKinnon-Lewis, Rabiner, & Starnes, 1999; Parke
et al., 2002; Sroufe, Egeland, & Carlson, 1999; Vandell, 2000).
Finally, there is evidence from intervention studies indicating that parents do matter. Although these studies do have methodological limitations (see Borkowski, et al.,
2002; Harris, 2000), several investigators have used experimental designs, including
random assignment to treatment groups in which parenting skills have been modiﬁed (see Vandell, 2000). A number of these studies have demonstrated subsequent
changes in child behavioral–communicative outcomes within and outside of the
home (see Tremblay et al., 1992; Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1997; Yoshikawa,
1994). As will be seen in the next section, even though not all studies have reached
this conclusion, there is available supporting evidence.

INTERVENTIONS FOR PROMOTING SOCIAL--COMMUNICATIVE SKILLS
IN CHILDREN AND PARENTS
We have reviewed how parents’ socialization and communication practices and styles
are linked to children’s social and communicative competence; however, much of
the parent intervention literature does not focus on children’s social or communicative competence as outcome variables, concentrating instead on academic aspects
of children’s development. The purpose of this section is to examine recent intervention research, with an eye toward helping interventionists consider a number
of issues in designing future programs that could enhance child outcomes and parenting skills in ways that promote social–communicative competence. We ﬁrst consider the aims and elements of successful interventions and the need for quality
intervention studies. This is followed by a summary of conceptual and methodological issues in intervention studies. We conclude by discussing selected intervention programs that have particular relevance in promoting social–communicative
competency skills.

Aims and Elements of Successful Interventions
It is common for developers of interventions to focus on supportive parenting, as
reﬂected in features of authoritative styles, which can foster children’s social competence, self-esteem, self-reliance, adaptability, and school achievement (Bronstein
et al., 1998). Many of the programs available reﬂect efforts to operationalize this information into practical interventions designed to help parents and children who are
struggling.
Interventions have increasingly targeted different relationships within the family
system, such as the marital dyad, mother–child dyad, and father–child dyad (Cowan,
Powell, & Cowan, 1998). Other parent education programs provide a variety of emotional, informational, and instrumental support to families, as well as striving to develop family ties to formal and informal support networks. Such networks have been
found to have an indirect effect on children’s behavioral development through their
effect on parenting (Yoshikawa, 1994).
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Perceptions, expectations, and beliefs also appear to be important factors contributing to decisions about and success in participating in a training program or
intervention activity (Powell, 1998). For example, researchers indicate that the most
common factor preventing parents’ participation in intervention or education programs was the belief that the program would not make a difference for their child
(Powell, 1998).
Yoshikawa (1994) identiﬁed the following common elements of successful interventions: (a) produces effects on multiple risk factors, such as ineffective parenting or
child behavior; (b) includes ecological, multiple-setting designs, providing support
in multiple settings, such as peer groups, schools, and families; (c) involves urban,
low-income populations; (d) continues for at least 2 years; and (e) is implemented
during the child’s ﬁrst 5 years of life. Unfortunately, many interventions do not meet
these criteria.
These elements support the aim of early family support and education, facilitating the optimal development of the child and family (Yoshikawa, 1994). A holistic
approach—parent, child, and context—provides the most effective means of positive
intervention and the enhancement of social–communicative skills.

The Need for Quality Intervention Approaches
Cowan et al. (1998) present four explanations that proponents use to justify a need for
parent and family interventions. First, parents are central to children’s development,
but they lack natural competence and need direction. Second, traditional parenting
practices may not be effective and need revising in light of scientiﬁc ﬁndings. Third,
there is a need to reinstitute traditional family structures and practices that have been
shown to shore up families in light of contemporary family disarray. Fourth, families
need support in coping with the stressors of modern life (e.g., ﬁnancial, medical,
child-rearing concerns, drugs, and negative peer inﬂuences).
To address these needs, a diverse and considerable body of intervention-related
studies and programs has been developed. A range of programs is available; however,
empirically validated programs are few, and the programs that have been widely
disseminated are those with the least evidence about their effectiveness (Cowan
et al., 1998).

Conceptual and Methodological Issues in Intervention
Reviews of the parent–child intervention literature conducted over the past decade have considered the strengths and weaknesses of various intervention approaches and have yielded different conclusions (e.g., Bryant, Vizzard, Willoughby,
Kupersmidt, 1999; Cowan et al., 1998; Howrigan, 1988; Mash & Barkley, 1998;
McFadyen-Ketchum & Dodge, 1998; Powell, 1994; White, Taylor, & Moss, 1992;
Yoshikawa, 1994). A number of reviews have concluded that early childhood interventions show promise in preventing delinquency later on (Farran, 1990; Farrington
et al., 1990; Kazdin, 1990; Zigler, Taussig, & Black, 1992). Powell’s (1994) evaluation
of family support and education programs identiﬁed “mixed” as well as “promising
directions.” Others, however, have questioned the usefulness or effectiveness of
interventions due to methodological problems, limitations in evaluation methodologies, and mixed results of program effects (e.g., Eddy, Dishion, & Stoolmiller, 1998;
Gorman & Balter, 1997; Harris, 2000; White, Taylor, & Moss, 1992). Thus, the opinions
regarding the efﬁcacy of early intervention programs range from optimism to despair.
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In highlighting less optimistic views of intervention effectiveness, White et al.
(1992) posited that in previous well-controlled studies, the “almost universal perception” regarding the beneﬁt of parent involvement and education has not been found
to be valid. Reasons for the null effects may include (a) using parents as supplemental
interveners with their children, (b) poor implementation strategies, and (c) being at
the beginning stages of measuring the effects of parent involvement and education
activities on parents and family members. These problems appear to be exacerbated
by the lack of agreement about the deﬁnition of parent involvement and education
(Galper, 1998).
Recently, Cowan et al. (1998) identiﬁed a number of methodological standards
that will help to overcome design and measurement ﬂaws in existing intervention
studies. These standards include the following:
samples larger than 10 to 15 families; inclusion of fathers as well as mothers; inclusion of
no-treatment or alternative-treatment controls; random assignment to experimental conditions, and multi-measure, multimethod assessments that include parent self-reports,
parents’ reports about children, observations of parents’ behavior, and independent assessments by both teachers and researchers of outcomes such as children’s cognitive and
social competence and behavior problems. . . . [and] data from children’s perspective.
(p. 54)

Cowan et al. lamented the fact that recent literature reviews show that “only a
handful of studies” meet more than one or two of these criteria.

Specific Parent--Child Focused Intervention Programs
In this section, we offer an overview a few selected intervention programs developed
in the past decade that have been found to enhance social–communicative skills
or diminish negative behavioral and communication patterns (see also Baumrind
et al., 2002). This narrowing of focus necessarily eliminates many interventions that
enhance academic and cognitive skills, as well as programs that focus exclusively
on changing parental behavior (e.g., Smith, Perou, & Lesesne, 2002). In addition,
programs that primarily involve contexts beyond the family (such as schools) are not
included even though they often have a parent intervention component (for example,
Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group, 1999; Olweus, 1994; Reynolds, 1994).
For a current review, see Eisenberg and Valiente (2002).
The role of parenting in child behavioral outcomes has been researched extensively by Patterson (1982) and his colleagues (Patterson et al., 1992; Patterson,
Dishion, & Chamberlain, 1993) at the Oregon Social Learning Center (OSLC). This
seminal parenting training effort has focused on replacing negative parent–child interactions with more positive ones, so that children will learn to use positive ways to
deal with others (see Dumas, 1989; McMahon & Wells, 1989; McFayden-Ketchum &
Dodge, 1998).
Results from the OSLC program suggest that interventions targeting parenting skills
can help diminish aggressive behavior in children as reciprocally coercive chains of
parent–child interaction are broken (Patterson & Fisher, 2002). In random assignment studies, interventions that are successful in reducing child antisocial behavior
require that parents be trained to consistently reinforce sociable behavior and to use
punishments that are authoritatively regulating in nature (rather than authoritarian),
such as implementing natural or logical consequences (Forgatch & Patterson, 1989).
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The basic assumption is that using more effective (authoritative) regulations directly
reinforces prosocial behaviors and reduces the reinforcement for deviant behavior
(Stoolmiller et al., 1997).
Tremblay et al. (1992), using an intervention model based on OSLC, taught a series
of social–communicative skills to parents over the course of 2 years. Compared with
control peers, treatment children showed lower levels of teacher-rated externalizing,
higher levels of school achievement, and higher levels of overall teacher- and peerrated adjustment, as well as less self-reported delinquent behavior (cf. McFaydenKetchum & Dodge, 1998).
Another intervention project that focused parents on different aspects of authoritative skills in working with their children during the early childhood years comes from
the Houston Parent-Child Development Center. The ﬁrst year of the project, paraprofessionals visited mothers from low-income Mexican American families 25 times for
1.5-hour sessions, in which they taught about child development, parenting skills,
and the home as a learning environment. Siblings and fathers also participated in several weekend sessions. The second year, mother and child came to the project center
4 days a week and participated in classes on child management, child cognitive development, family communication skills, and other topics. The experimental-group
mothers were more likely to be affectionate and responsive with their children, as
well as less punishing than control-group mothers as a result of the intervention. In 5to 8-year follow-ups, their children were rated by teachers as being less aggressive,
impulsive, and disruptive when compared with control-group children (Johnson &
Walker, 1987).
Draper, Larsen, and Rowles (1997) evaluated a parent education program designed to teach parents general principles of developmentally appropriate childrearing practices. Lessons included topics such as positive parent–child relationships,
effective family discipline and communication, and individual and age differences
in children. Instructional content was conveyed in one of three ways: reading lesson
materials, listening to cassette tapes, or receiving instruction via home visits. The
goal was to have a positive effect on the emotional climate in the home by focusing on
family communication, organization, and the exercise of supportive leadership, as
well as developmentally appropriate parenting emphasizing authoritative connection and autonomy granting in parent–child interactions. In assessments conducted
at the end of the program, Draper et al. found that compared with control parents,
program participants were less likely to engage in conﬂict and more likely to take
a supportive leadership role (lowered task expectations, focusing more on process
than outcome) in various puzzle-solving tasks with their children. Preschoolers in
participating families showed better social skills than children in nonparticipating
families. This was due in part to reductions in family conﬂict.
Webster-Stratton and Hammond (1997) compared the effects of three types of interventions (parent training, child training, parent and child training) on children with
early-onset conduct problems. In the “child training” group, children between the
ages of 4 and 7 years old who had been diagnosed with early-onset conduct problems
attended 22 two-hour sessions in which they watched vignettes of children coping
with interpersonal difﬁculties normally encountered by children their age. Therapists discussed each vignette, eliciting children’s reactions, ideas, and questions. In
the “parent training” group, parents of children with early-onset conduct problems
met weekly for 22 weeks with a therapist for 2-hour sessions, in which they viewed
vidoetaped programs on parenting and interpersonal skills. A third group received both child and parent training. After completion of the intervention, children’s
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behavior was compared with that of a control group. Results indicated that child training combined with parent training was superior to either one alone. Combined parent
and child training resulted in improved parent–child interaction, improved behavior
at home, and better conﬂict management and social problem-solving skills. One-year
follow-up assessments showed the improvements had been maintained.
Bronstein et al.’s (1998) Aware Parenting intervention with lower income families builds on a model that includes ﬁve components: support, attentiveness, responsiveness, guidance, and receptivity to emotion. A couple’s group and a single
mother’s group met weekly for 2-hour sessions over 11 consecutive weeks. Each
session focused on one of the components and included facilitators sharing information, group discussion, and instructional exercises, such as role playing. Among
other things, the mothers who attended the education and support groups reported
positive changes in parenting, including higher levels of responsiveness, guidance,
and receptivity to emotion, as well as improved communication. Those parenting
changes were reﬂected in positive child behavioral outcomes over time, including
treatment-condition children making a more positive adjustment to middle school
compared with control-condition children, who experienced a decline in adjustment.
McNeil, Capage, Bahl, and Blanc (1999) assigned 32 families of young children
who had been referred for treatment of disruptive behavior to either a treatment or
wait-list control group. Parents in the treatment group received a 12-week parenting
program in which therapists taught them skills that promoted prosocial behavior, as
well as authoritative discipline strategies. The behavior of children in the treatment
group improved over the 3-month treatment period, whereas the behavior of children
in the control group remained problematic. In addition, at the end of the intervention,
treatment parents scored signiﬁcantly lower on the parenting stress index than control
parents.
Sanders, Montgomery, and Brechman-Toussaint (2000) used a 12-episode television series as an intervention and evaluated its impact on disruptive child behavior
and family adjustment. Participants were randomly assigned to either a wait-list control group (WL) or to watch the television series (TV), which covered topics such as
authoritative parenting strategies that could be used to address common behavioral
problems, teaching children new skills, and helping them master difﬁcult tasks. Each
segment was of approximately 20 to 30 minutes’ duration and parents also received
written self-help information sheets. Parents in the TV condition, when compared
with the WL group, reported signiﬁcantly lower levels of disruptive child behavior
and higher levels of perceived parenting competence immediately following intervention. All postintervention effects were maintained at 6-month follow-up.
Cowan et al. (1998) noted that many intervention programs focus on teaching discipline skills to parents of children who are aggressive, whereas few programs focus
speciﬁcally on how to help parents who have children who are anxious, depressed,
withdrawn, or manifest other internalizing problems. One exception is recent research completed by Spence, Donovan, and Toussaint (2000), who conducted an
intervention for children aged 7 to 14 years who had a principal diagnosis of social phobia. Children were randomly assigned to one of three groups: waiting-list
control (WLC), cognitive–behavior therapy (CBT), or CBT plus parent involvement.
The CBT program involved social skills training, social problem solving, positive
self-instruction, cognitive challenging, and graded exposure to social situations. The
intervention involved 12 one-hour sessions, conducted weekly, followed by two
booster sessions, one at 3 months and one at 6 months after course completion.
Each treatment session was structured to be age-appropriate, was followed by a
half-hour social practice “games” session, and included a weekly homework task.
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Parents were taught to authoritatively prompt, model, and encourage appropriate
social skills. Compared to control children, signiﬁcantly fewer children in both treatment conditions retained a clinical diagnosis of social phobia. There was a reduction
in problem social skills and general anxiety among children in both treatment groups,
which was retained at the 12-month follow-up.

Summary and Implications
Interventions, such as those mentioned above, assist parents and children in the
development of social and communication skills that lead to positive outcomes;
however, they face numerous challenges at multiple levels. The contributions of
intervention research and several of the programs highlighted here are signiﬁcant
and worth noting: the behavior of parents and children often changed in positive
ways and the intervention studies went beyond correlational studies in informing us
about mechanisms of change (Cowan et al., 1998).
Some long-term outcome data that include externalizing and internalizing child
behaviors indicate that interventions focused on both parent–child interactions at
home and on teacher–child and peer–child interactions in the school may produce
the greatest long-term gains (McFadyen-Ketchum & Dodge, 1998; Yoshikawa, 1994).
Consequently, effective intervention programs must look to the whole child and
consider the contexts of family, parents, school, peers, and each unique individual
as potential objects of intervention activity.
In identifying directions for future studies, Cowan et al. (1998) discussed speciﬁc
research questions regarding interventions that remain unanswered including the
following: (a) Is work with parents essential to affecting children’s outcomes?
(b) What is the role of parents’ and children’s gender in parenting intervention?
(c) What are the mechanisms of change in parenting interventions? (d) What is the
most effective parenting intervention for a speciﬁc family? and (e) How long do
intervention effects last?
In answering these and other questions, a need exists for long-term, multiple
follow-up assessments in multiple settings and continued research on effective, comprehensive, practical intervention approaches that will enhance both child and parent
social and communication skills which, in turn, may improve relationships, diminish
problem behaviors, and promote positive outcomes. Parent–child social communicative intervention seems to be a process that is logically, even intuitively beneﬁcial,
yet it clearly warrants more rigorous scientiﬁc attention from family, developmental,
and communication researchers.

GENERAL SUMMARY
Children vary considerably in their expression of social–communicative competence.
Research has provided an understanding of how socially skilled children are better
able to read the emotional states of others, have appropriate expectations for how
their behavior will impact peers in interpersonal conﬂict situations, and communicate
in socially contingent and relevant ways during social interaction. Children lacking
these skills are more likely to exhibit externalizing or internalizing difﬁculties in
peer group interactions. Molecular genetics, behavioral genetics, temperament, and
physiological research have provided clues as to possible biological predispositions
that lend themselves to the expression of more or less socially skilled behavior.
How biological propensities play out in social behavior depends in part on interactions with the child-rearing environment. Children with varying dispositions may
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evoke unique responses from parents and seek out social experiences that best ﬁt
their constitutional natures. They may also respond to parenting behaviors according
to how experiences are ﬁltered through their individual perceptions. Thus, parental
inﬂuence has been generally thought to operate within the constraints of child genetics; however, more recent evidence suggests that parenting behaviors can serve to
enhance or diminish children’s biological predispositions. The temperament and disposition of each child can vary signiﬁcantly within the same family, and consequently
the relationship between parents and different siblings is dynamic and unique, with
each individual responding to and modifying the behavior of the other (cf. Bell &
Chapman, 1986; Dumas & LaFreniere, 1995; Lytton, 1990; Nix et al., 1999; Patterson,
Reid, & Dishion, 1992). Just as child nature can evoke different socialization practices
on the part of parents, parents can also proactively serve to enhance or diminish positive or negative social–communicative characteristics in children, depending on the
styles and practices that they employ. Reciprocal transactions between parent and
child likely play out for better or worse in children’s sociable, internalizing, and externalizing behavior (e.g., Dumas & LaFreniere, 1995; Kandel & Wu, 1995). Discovering
and maintaining the right ﬁt between parenting and individual child temperament is
one of the most challenging aspects of child rearing. It requires considerable ﬂexibility and creativity.
The most ﬂexible approach to parenting is the authoritative style. Parents who
skillfully read their child’s predispositions strive to tailor connection, regulation, and
autonomy granting features across developmental time frames, varying types of child
transgressions, and disciplinary versus nondisciplinary contexts according to individual child needs. By adjusting to individual child characteristics and engaging in
speciﬁc practices designed to foster social and communicative competence (e.g.,
initiating peer contacts, advising and consulting), research suggests that parents are
more likely to help their children become more socially skilled in peer group interaction. Children of parents who do so are less likely to display internalizing and externalizing difﬁculties during social interactions with peers. Alternatively, all-ﬁts-one
approaches to parental control exempliﬁed by coercive and psychologically controlling parenting styles increase the likelihood that children will experience social and
communicative deﬁcits.
Contrary to recent views suggesting that parents matter little in children’s development beyond the inﬂuence of genetics and peers, there is ample evidence to suggest
that genetics, parents, and even peers all play vital roles in the development of child
social and communicative competence. The results of a number of recent intervention studies, for example, indicate that when negative parenting behavior is modiﬁed
to correspond with features of authoritative styles, child behavior inside and outside
the home can change accordingly in positive ways. Taken together, the research reviewed herein suggests that parenting represents a complex interplay between nature
and nurture. How parents practice features of authoritative, coercive, and permissive
styles in interactions with their children can have far-reaching implications for child
adjustment in peer group interactions.
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